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CHARMERS 


GAMBLE 


When you discover yourself 

in your fortieth year 

and he has gone away, 

and your story has been 

rejected, as your most recent poems, 
last book; 

it is time to fly 

to Las Vegas. 

Sit upon a barstool 

around a green semicircle table 

in front of a blackjack dealer. 

Other nameless people will join you 
and, for awhile, you will have invented 
your own solar system 

where the language is one of hands 
which can say hit me 

or Stay. 

Here you can learn techniques 

which could have helped you 

those many years: 

Whether or not to buy insurance 
when the dealer has an ace showing, 
or when you should double your money 
and take one more hit, 

or when pairs should be split, 

or when you should stay at thirteen 
and let the dealer go bust. 


Aside from any money won or lost, 
you will find reality loss, 

high mindlessness, 

is what will addict you 

and help you to accept 

randomness of numbers 

as with all circumstance, 

so that when you walk away 

from that table, 

you are not even surprised 

by the roulette wheel where you place 
a one-time minimum bet on a birth date 
spending your last few dollars 

and winning forty-to-one odds. 


A WHOLE DIFFERENT SPIN ON THE BALL 


There are perhaps only two or three times 
in a lifetime 

when we leave our nice warm beds 
thinking nothing in particular 

then suddenly 

the old patterns crack like aged leaves, 
the balloonman in the sky rattles his strings 
and we discover ourselves 

in clover by a juggled moon, 

the mist almost thinned to transparent 

like close looking at things, 

the squawks of geese scattered 

like spray against a slippery rock, 

and we find ourselves 

reborn in an unexpected world. 


ANIMUS: OBSCENE CALLER 


Chores topped my list 
this morning 


when you phoned 
and after an arm's length pause 
spewed forth 
all the dark sounds 
of sex. 
| still wore my Mask 
So it took No time 
to slam the receiver. 
But you rushed 
and rang right back 
knowing me of course 
as | slowly answered 
to let all your words 
come inmy ear 
listening for familiar tones 
to be sure Who you were. 
But before | Could answel 
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NEWS OF THE UNIVERSE 


As a gift 

to forever 

love 

she says she has 

a star named for 

her long, excellent 

lover whose eyes so territory new 
seem unchartered carrying her 
in oceans where 

handles she delicately 
treasures untouched 

buried burning swirl-lights 
inside his darkness pupils 


She says an urgent hunger 
me how she draws her mouth 
over him as she melting 
ladle-dip becomes his 

well love 


She tells me with his mouth 
his smile is like her breasts 
uncovering everywhere words 
with tongue tracing | love 
his hands in her hair 

her hands memorizing him 
like a merged language 
new as well as telling 
secrets me 

these she can say 

or make up for none 

but the starry, starry 

of his eyes in slightest 
nights with his name star 
crystal clear 

as a gift 

to forever 

love 


BENEATH THE SCUPPERNONG 


Tossing glances over their thin tanned shoulders 
the two blonde girls slip into the green humid air 

beneath the arbor, a natural latticework sprinkled 
with sun, rustling like soft rice paper 

a protection in a stealth sweet world. 

Bounded by whisper and pluck, 

gnats hum as they gather vine-ripened grapes. 


Lingeringly taking one by one, 

they press each stemless end across parted lips. 
With tender pushes fruits burst forth gem clear, 
pale and green sweet. 

Careful movements with teeth and tongue loosen 
seeds to spit pink and bitter beside the golden hulls 
left for crawlers and rot. 


Sitting with Knees bent, imprinted and itching 

with twigs and cool earth, the blonde girls 
absently scratch the backs of their thighs. 

They talk of tall men with raised burning eyebrows 
and women with large straw hats. 


FINDING OUR GROVE OF PERPETUATION 


Shades beneath the calabash tree, 
soft sounds, leaf-eating dreams, 
grove of perpetuation. 


~ from SECOND SKIN, 
John Hawkes 


Crushed mint and wings scatter 
beneath barefeet, 
beneath the lulling cows, 
soft sounds. 


We discover calluses 
never form beneath a simple need 
for salt. 


Push, pulls and tucks 
shrink beneath quiet folds 
throwing familiar split scents, 
calabash trees, blackbirds. 


Leaves spread like fingers. 


The cow's brown body 
turns into the thick brush, 
disappears, leaving us unchanged 
in the grove. 


We remain coiled fronds, 
gentle beasts 
springing into ourselves 
islands of love. 


A COVENANT 


A recent weather broadcast 
announced that a remote coastal 
town reported a sudden shower 
of minnows. 


A waterspout lured the swarm of fish skyward, 
then signed them swirling on their dreamflight 
into an inland cloud. 


Inside foamy currents, 
each fish must have paused: 


then, spilled, 
easy, aS commas, 
swimming, down, 
the, pale, page, 
of, sky. 


Knowing heights too high to measure, 
these flickering thoughts without wings 


dropped 

sinkers of light, 
silvered rooftops, 
fastened onto leaves, 
streaked windows, 
like wet petals, 
sealed everywhere. 


such a windfall translates power 
as saving as the love 

| read today 

between the lines 

of your letter. 


DON’T OPEN THE BROKEN 


In my hands | hold a quartz rock 
large with layers of mica, 

a landscape of cellophane armor, 
enormous crystal artichoke. 


The white rock silvers like a moon 
shadow falling, filling thin craters, 
cracks of polished light, crumpled foil. 


| cannot resist picking thin slithers 

of glitter like lint, peeling away the 

rock’s fine secrets, flakes shining 

around me, in my hands, like drenched 
gossamer wings from honeybees | snipped 
when | was ten, pretending to have 

trained them to trust me 

so they would not fly away. 


Each separate layer is clear through, 
yet a broken mirror when together. 

|, too, splinter and jump out of my skin 
after being picked to pieces or when 
scratches rap my windows. 


The feel of rock comforts me 

like worry stones, 

or heals me like beads, like clinging 

to some final hope 

after shedding into a tender second skin. 


THE TIES THAT BIND US ONE TO ANOTHER 


In a leap of time flung high 

into air like grapeshot 

from volcanic flames through icy depths, 
cores melting moist to water, 

enhydrous rocks were born 

six million years ago 

in what we now name Brazil. 


Inside these stones 

is what is real. 

Each geode still holds a memory 
of that time 

ingrained by the weight of age 
and erupting fire. 

You hold it, too, 

with your hands 

and feel the terror 

of that world. 


Locked within the stones’ ancient lapping waters, 
time rocks pure -- a solo lulled back 

and forth back and forth 

against a close-cut face 

easily 

as though this day 

could be wrapped inside some other day 

that came and went. 


Like heavy breathing against a windowpane, 
moisture cradles 

where the tongue longs 

and your hands hold 

onto a long chain of life, 

your hands hold 

onto what is real. 
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WHITE WINDS BORN ON AN EDGE OFA 
COLD HILL 


My mother teased a water spider 
as we Sat dreaming separately 
beneath a willow tree 


Her skin was freckled by sunspots 
like scraps of fire 


Under the willow 

through tasseled whips we watched 
clouds change at the edge of hill 
white birds collecting 

above raked waters 


she had raised me from sleep 
shifting over me like a morning 
cloud in starched nursing white 


Against this white sky 
beyond the shade of willow 
a terrible serpent kite cut above us 


We were undivided yet divided 
in our depths 

listening to the curious facts of 
the cruel sky-snake's hiss 


She spoke my name lightly 

not so much calling 

as telling me | think 

as when her floury hands 

dusted my face leaving linen prints 


We could not know then 

when | would be twelve she would fall 
forever behind a gunshot cloud 

into my nightmares 

lost like a crumpled handkerchief 

lost to white winds 

born on an edge 

of a cold hill 


11 


WALDSTERBEN: FOREST DEATH 


Possibly due to excess nitrous oxide in the upper 
atmosphere from automobile exhaust fumes, 
Scientists report the death of a variety of trees 

on some of the earth's highest peaks. 


As | ready for bed, my daughter asks 
if | remember learning the stories 
that Vikings told of a tree 

that supported the universe. 


| think to myself 
there may soon be a universe 
that cannot support a tree. 


Green needles already fall 

like bullets, 

leaves and whole shoots 

drop from red spruce, white fir and ash 
on Mount Mitchell. 


| pull back the covers of my bed 
while diebacks are thinning 

the world's cool, wet pinnacles 
where for the first time death 
peels from the top down. 


| slip inside the sheets knowing 
beyond a shadow 
there is killing beneath the trees. 
Brown lifeless rings form 
where rain and snow drip 
off branches to the ground 
as my daughter and | hum 
all the green icing flowing down. 


| cannot recall any Viking stories, 

| answer her, 

but some nights when I'm lucky 

| dream of travels in long wooden boats 
with carved dragonheads on them. 
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LANDSCAPES 


Her travels might have passed differently 
she thought, washing the empty shell, 
placing it to dry in the shining above the sink. 


She traced the final silver ribbon left 

on the stone wall at the garden's edge. 
Tender slow foot, then slower so all movement 
stopped but wasting and drying. 

The brown coil lost its soft curled weight, 

fell a last quiet click. 


Miles out in the Atlantic with salt and lime 
she thinks this snail might have been born 
a large clam doubling, unsatisfied 

with soil, perhaps learned to open and snap 
fast currents like quail springing early air. 


Great strength might have developed 
muscle-tensed valves called scallop. 


She will string this shell into a necklace 
and teach her daughters more than one way to move. 
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A FORMING SENTENCE 


...birds begin to chitter 
like a forming sentence. 


~ William Matthews 
from The Inventions of Memory 


Organ music stretches into Sunday light, 
when outside the sanctuary we catch sight -- 
grackles scattering shadowy crosses over rooftops. 


Behind old shrubs, my daughter always expecting 
treasures, retrieves a fallen robin's nest 
crisscrossed by loops of cartridge tape, 

straw and mud. 


On the mantel, the nest becomes a trophy 
threaded with unplayed music. 

| wonder if the ribbon holds Bach or punk? 
A canon over and over or a tired sermon? 
Suppose the tape were rewinding 

all this time 

-- reverse in sprung rhythm. 


Were nestlings hatched and born again? In song? 
style of flight? Risen on wings like eagles, 
renewed strength like faith? 


Sometimes my own life circles backwards onto itself 
like when | dream a door opening before | come to it. 
Like a memory repeated. 

Like having the faith of a child again. 

Perhaps this happens as we grow 

older. 


somewhere there is singing, 

startled birds falling, 

warnings gentle as rain 

or words | somehow understand 

as though taught in another time or language: 
Walk softly, 
everyone you know is bearing 
some kind of cross. 


14 


ODE TO FEET 


| first saw the feet 

of my body 

in the crib slats. 

You may never believe me, 

but they sang, the soles 

of my barefeet 

sang through arches 

later smothered by dirt. 

When | first heard my baby feet slap against floors, 
| danced in my soul 

discovering tiptoes, 

that staccato voice full of air. 
Settling back, my weight sank 
onto heels like soft springs 

of buried cushions, inner-soles 
through which miles would press 
and | would become upright. 


Then, as it is with all obedience, 

/ fit you into every shoe 

in every shop I found on this earth. 
Feet, your stumbled balance kicked out 
peculiar turns and shapes 

over my complaining walks. 

But you were the preserver of a stance 
far too difficult to believe. 

And to think, you were once ocean fins, 
true water-insoles. Then pushing too far, 
you Stood us on flawless sands to leave 
footprints in concrete worlds. 


Therefore the tiniest stump of my toe, 


the slightest turn of my ankle, 
brings home to me 

not only your fragile steadfastness, 
(and my tender behind) 

but the infinite pangs 

of the human condition. 
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CHARMERS 


For some of us 

this world demands that we come up 
with a great deal of charm 

in order to Survive. 


Charm that is easily exploited, 
so thin a surface 
even a kiss is not bearable. 


| have learned we charmers 

charm most of all 

because we learn compromise early, 
perhaps from a lack of touch. 


SO we grow into enablers 

willing our magic charms onto others, 
harmlessly providing for ourselves 
that we remain charmingly held. 


But sometimes as with a promise, 

this easy charm takes so much 

energy out of a charmer, 

that the demands of a charmless world 
create a less-than-charming death 

in some of us 

who lead a charmed life. 
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WE ARE ALL HEART 


(for Ron Bayes) 


1. 

We are 

hearts beating 
in broken bodies 


We are broken hearts 
beating 
in whole bodies 


We are 
hearts 
with murmurs 


2. 

we are beaten bodies 
with hearts 

or bodies 

with beating hearts 


We are 
bleeding 

and still 

beating beating 


3. 

We are 

hearts worn 
on our sleeves 


we are all heart-worn 
but heart 


“y 


4. 
We wear 
our hearts 
and our hearts 
are wearing out 
but we are 
never heart 
-less 
19 


THE OCULARIST 


In his ‘Journals,’ Gerard Manley Hopkins 

stated that the essence, or ‘inscape,’ of 

an object may be perceived through the senses 
in a moment of illumination, or ‘instress,’ 

which impresses the object's inner design 

upon the mind. 


There are some of us who will always make-believe. 

And some of the best make-believers and escape artists 
are crafters in prosthetics. Take for instance the ocularist, 
a Crafter of artificial eyes. The one | am thinking of 

is aman, an ocularist, an artist of eyes, who becomes 
godlike in his production of miniature planets and worlds 
instead of merely creating eyeballs. 

This man is an obsessive-compulsive type 

who drives his wife crazy by keeping 

his washed sable paint brushes 

wrapped in Saran Wrap inside the freezer door 

so that they fall out when she is reaching 

for frozen chicken or fish. 

She does not appreciate the usefulness of these brushes 
to her husband, whom she considers dull, 

always making use of the eyes of others. 

But to the ocularist, each eye is an object of art 

or a living landscape or an easy escape. 

And with newer acrylic plastics, the demandingly slow 
process of making them without bubbles has been eliminated. 
Now the ocularist devotes most of his time applying paint 
with sable brushes to disk-shaped irises 

placed into spherical molds of white lucite, and baked. 
Like his wife cooking up a new recipe, the ocularist 
cannot communicate his pleasure upon removing the perfect 
eyes from their ovens. Nor can he express his joy 

when meticulously painting on red veins 

and adding clear laminate for corneas. 

He has tried telling her: 
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It is like taking up a journey and holding a planet 

in the palm of one’s hand and knowing the power of creation. 
Here is a dark brown one with a high gloss and a hint of 
blue eclipsing the iris like a midnight with no moon 

but a faint erased halo, like an echo bouncing off the low 
deep waters of a well before being swallowed up by darkness. 
Here is another less dark one, a warmer amber like a jar 

of orange marmalade filled by sunlight on a windowsill. 

Here is a blue one like holding a ball of oh! October sky. 
And here is one so green it is like hearing a young boy's 
whistle while whittling a willow whip. 

And another green, but this one like old lichen along 

an oak tree trunk with only a refulgence of light 

like the undersides of leaves. 

And in this one you can hear the ah! splash of waterfalls 
and leap mossy rocks to spring onto sandy shores. 


But the wife saw nor heard none of this 

and said that they might as well be marbles for all she cared. 
And so it comes to pass that late one night 

after the sable brushes fall out one too many times 

from the freezer door, the wife takes out a slingshot 

and pops the artificial eyes into the starry night, 

never to be seen again, as if they opened holes in the sky 
to become planets swirling in other worlds. 

And so it is the following morning, the wife wakes feeling 
the fell of dark. Her ocularist husband broods 

over the bent empty display-case world of missing eyes. 
He has escaped at a field instressed with eye-brights 
found in the center design of his (God!) mind. 
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THE TATTOOED WOMAN 
(After reading Oliver Sacks’, The Disembodied Lady) 


As a preschooler, the tattooed woman feared 

painted clowns and mannequins. She imagined 

their crayoned detachable parts unclasping 

in a great buckle of time. A thought unsettling 

and upsetting during wide-open childhood nights. 

As a school girl, the tattooed woman felt proud 

when presented gummed gold stars atop excellent work. 
Occasionally, when she was especially helpful at school, 
the stars were licked directly onto her forehead 

so that all the way home she struggled to keep her face 
frozen with no tremor of emotion. Yet always 

the stars fell, and the tattooed woman learned 

that once unfastened, some things never reglue. 

And when the tattooed woman quickly developed 

into a shapely young virgin, she experienced 

nightmares with her breasts sprouting wings 

and her new auburn pubic hairs falling out white 

like unraveled threads. And so it was 

while exploring a traveling carnival, she decided 

what must be done to keep herself 

from falling completely apart. 

She suffered the stippled needles of blue art 

and slowly attached to her skin a veil of myths, lies 

and cliches. Each lover reacted as if she revealed 
secret birthmarks and scars for him alone to explore, 
when actually she was concealing herself more and more. 
Her deepest satisfactions came with the tattoo artist 
whose concentrations imprinted the illusive 

jungle lamina she modeled so seductively. 

Yet, uncannily, it seemed as if the tattooed woman 
already knew that one day she would become disembodied: 
losing her feet, her hands, her torso; 

her whole sense of being, blinded. 

And with this memory sense of her body lost, she became 
detached, erased; a bodyless head afloat, 

as if she had unfastened a costume 

about her neck and casually slipped out without herself. 


oe 


With such removeable parts, the tattooed woman 
might have given up entirely; but having always 
been a surprisingly resourceful bodyguard, 

she learned to use the knowledge that art, 

like bodies, tends to hoard memories. 

Thus, using her remarkable body art 

to site her se/f, she manages to exist with 

the python circled torso, cupid upon her shoulders, 
Mother adorning the right breast, an arrow 
through the heart, the American flagged belly, 

an eye-wink navel, preying panther hips, the dark 
opened iris flower, red lizard tongue thighs, 
seashell calves, bejewelled toes and fingers, 
butterfly wings, rainbow roses, falling stars 

and replicas of all twelve zodiac signs. 

The painted topography of her body holds her 
desperate attention like a harlequin holds up a bauble 
or an emotionless mannequin 

displays all the charms of abandonment. 
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WOMEN ON THE PAMLICO 


Waters flow around and under the newly-boarded piers, 
sweet-scented rafts of floating dreams. 

The river, like many blue-green chiffon scarves 
smoothed and drying across a mirror; thin, 

threadbare patches releasing shiny glints like mica. 


With private witching-wands seeking 

separate river secrets, we gather like lost 
messages in bottles, corked tight and bobbing 
amid the calling gulls -- those wise-winged fishers 
perched and watching on pilings, above the teasing 
silver sinkers of light that pull us gently, 

gently tempt us into many dappled reflections. 
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IN THE THICK OF NIGHT 


Darkness cannot separate into parts 
as light into colors. 

Darkness is an unbroken whole 

and heavy container. 


After being with great light, 

| re-enter darkness 

and cannot see where to go 
so | remain 

listening where | cannot hide 
from finding myself. 


And like any moon gathers whatever light 
can be found, wicking whatever is leftover 
in this darkness, 

| give it all back like an afterimage. 


And though | change, | remain 

a moonchild, 

constant and powerless, 
compact and the same, 
pearl-small and so alone 

in this velvet denseness of night. 
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SEPTEMBER SENTINEL 


The rusted plow blade cuts the soil 
like a shark fin beneath the garden. 
A wake churns behind me 

as dried tomato and squash plants 
are plowed under before fall seeding. 


Down the street, a man neatly stacks 
a cord of wood 

row upon row 

while | work my framed garden. 


A tow-headed neighbor boy blows a trumpet 
like those at football games. 
The sound pulls like this sun-burnished soil. 


| Know how time scars in cut wood 
measured like music in each ring 
a spring and an autumn, rise and fall. 


Edging one of the garden's landscape timbers, 
a bark-colored lizard slips slow enough 

| might chase him 

in this long leftover light. 


Now is September when all things are 


not so guarded 
as on guard. 
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THE PAINTER CONSIDERS BLACK AND WHITE 


He paints a plowed field 
the parched tint of faded mimosa 
with pale orange furrows. 


In this field he paints 
a stooped woman dressed simply in white 
clutching the black wings of a dead crow. 
There is no shadow. 


Above them, a pure winter sky. 
This sky gives the painter difficulty: 
Flattened with neutral shades, 
a sky too lilac for Southern haze. 


Behind this woman and crow, 
at the field's far edge 
there is the white hint of a church, 
black scratches for windows, 
atop the angled roof two lines 
cross. 


There is immediate contrast, 
this black and white, 
which satisfies more than blue and orange 
a placing of flat tones 
next to one another. 


2) 


RITUAL TO CATCH BIRDS 


The urge was irresistible to catch 
their haunting songs, 
feather beats, winged spirits. 


Early she polished the child's silver cup, 
dissolved sugar in rainwater, 

poured the shining bait to the brim 

like an offering. 


Taking six light hairs from her head, 
she placed them 

one by one 

across the small cup's opening. 


She knew the urge 

was irresistible when 
the screendoor closed 
leisurely behind her: 
They would be tempted 
down from high perches. 


Working her chores 
she hummed deep in her throat 
awaiting the collection. 


Should a bird drink, 
it would remain hers; 
salt on feathers, 

she would own flight. 


28 


ALLERGIC REACTION TO PABA IN 
BULLFROG SUNSCREEN 


What stranger's neck have | uncovered 
beneath my own chin this morning? 
Creased and swollen, | am changed 
like some banded sea creature 

| do not Know. 

The white inner sides of my arms sting, 
beaded in strange costume. 

My torso is rash-red, even my breasts, 
as if | made love all night. 


After a slow poisoned kiss, 

| am left to trace tracks on my skin. 

| am not so different after all. 

| Know that others have gone from earth without 
a trace. Much of my own life is already 
forgotten like words drawn in sands 

before water casts them out, spells fading. 


My tongue, impatient as a lizard's 

is my enemy. (The sun must have smiled 
to watch me lick and swallow a bitter balm.) 
What a fool | was to try to trick the sun 

with lipgloss and a chant: 


Bullfrog, Bullfrog, PABA Prince, 
Smear my mouth 
with witch's milk. 


Bullfrog, Bullfrog, PABA Prince, 
Hide my lips 
in Shadow. 


My body struggled all night with ropes 

and what is left 

and what still burns 

holds me like we are all held by the sun or 
any prince hiding. 
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CANDLE MAKING: 
TIME, SPACE AND TECHNIQUE 


She collects containers: Quart milk cartons, juice cans. 
Her children listen as she shatters wax 

against the kitchen floor and drops 

paraffin chips into a glass boiler. 


With nail and hammer she taps holes 
at midnight. 


Nervous children tiptoe 
from their rooms downhall 

to sneak a view of her dipping wicks 

into melted wax 

knotting ends and threading holes. 


She ties loose ends of wick around 
their used popsicle sticks. 


Across the top of each can she carefully lays them: 
Candles, children, candles, children 

A muffled chant escapes 

when wicks are centered and pulled taut. 


Her children turn into their cotton pillows 
and dream molten dreams. 
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BLENDINGS 


Windless nights lie close. 
Pinetops green like cathedral copper 
in last slant of sunlight. 


Those trees are too thin, stand 

too still. Your words are needles, 
pine sprays against these windows. 
Colors washed and faded grey, 

we are leaves in tarnished light. 


Shifting in your bed, you think 

me an old lover visiting. 

You whisper landscapes we have known 
that we have not. 

The soiled shade invites my pull. 
Windowpanes puzzle together 
reflections line and 

stack us 

within peeling frames. 
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THE LEGEND OF LILITH 


...Male and female he created them. 
~ Genesis 1:27 


After God grew bored tending gardens 

and perhaps after catching himself absently stirring 
circles in a bit of dust, the idea occurred 

to make the first humans. 

From dust at the same time, 

God molded Adam and Lilith. 

This legend is not about Adam and Eve, 

but rather about Lilith, the other woman 

known by all men, as by Adam, 

much like an initiation or a rite of passage. 

When creating Adam and Lilith, God hoped 

they might be equal partners, helpmates 

as well as caretakers of paradise. 

Not so surprisingly, 

figuring Adam spent most days slaying imaginary dragons, 
he began to feel superior in creation. 

Adam wished to be constantly pleased 

and thus grew impatient with the gardening Lilith. 
refusing to condescend, Lilith argued 

that God had created them at the same time 

and she considered his demands demeaning. 
More and more she came to be found tending 

the edges of paradise, until one day she 

simply walked out and into the waiting arms 

of the patient Devil. 

Three angels immediately dispatched from heaven 
induced Lilith to return to Adam. They flew in 
heart-shaped circles and sang songs of concession 
emphasizing the fame she was losing. 

Lilith stubbornly refused and was duly cursed; 

thus incurring the penalty of losing her offspring. 
Angered at this turn of events, God went straightforth 
to Adam and ribbed him an Eve. 
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Now this would seem an appropriate ending to the tale, 
--for we can all predict the rest-- 

but for the fact that Lilith sneaked back into paradise 
while Adam lay sleeping. 

In an erotic dream she aroused him, 

and as always he gave himself up to the pleasure. 

And it was from this nocturnal union of Adam and Lilith 
as succubus, all evil spirits and monsters were born; 
thus giving a certain metaphysical consolation 

to the childless Lilith, queen of the demons. 

And after seducing Adam into such a midnight emission, 
she concluded she preferred her men asleep. 

Perhaps for instance, just last night she came 

in wet dreams to a thousand pubescent males 

and relieved a hundred more horny men. 

And to think, Lilith may be laughing to the Devil, 

they tried convincing me I'd not know fame 

were | not to concede and learn to please 

my man. 
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I WANT TO SAY TO YOU 


(A young prince, later to become William IV, fell in love with 
Sarah Catherine Martin, daughter of an Admiral of the English 
fleet. Since law would not allow them to marry, her family moved 
her to the country where in 1804 she wrote Old Mother Hubbard.) 


| want to say to you my real name: 
Sarah Catherine Martin 
But you probably know me better as Old Mother Hubbard. 
. There was a time some thought me 
delicate and enticing enough 
to be taken off to the country, 
hidden away from the prince 
to whom | had no right. 
Like an easily forgotten jar of pickled green vegetables, 
| was shoved back on an oil-cloth shelf 
behind more select offerings. 


| want to say, aS with so many of you, 

my best friend became my dog. 

| didn't even know | liked dogs 

until | noticed mine circling before lying down. 
Nothing ever came full for me either, 
despite all my polite curtsies. 

| grew as barren as sand 

and found | felt almost dead 

thinking about the prince 

the way my heart hurried with longing. 
Empty as a cupboard, my dog and | 

came to recognize we were never so close 
to anyone in our lives 

as the two of us were. 


| want to say to you, 

the dog's steady stare is still on me. 
Burrs stick to his hair 

the way he won't leave me. 

How our hungers do go on. 
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| absently stroke his back 

the way | used to strip the bark 

from fenced-in cedars along the boundaries 
of our country estate. Our family's burial plot 
is circled by similar evergreens. 

Here! The sap sticks to my hands even now 
like the dog's scent 

lingers on all my gowns. 


| want to say to you, 

the more | brought to the dog, 

the emptier grew all that concern with feeding. 
Even the swirling pull 

deep within me to bear a child 

wrung itself out. 

Perhaps if | had kept on hoping, | too would have 
disappeared. 

All my sisters wed and mothered easily 

while | penned easily recalled verses 

wrought out of the nonsense of my days. 


What | really want to confess to you 

is that one night | finally 

let out the bleached scream that was trapped 
inside the bare cupboard. 

| even watched it circle and settle like a dog 
giving up after a long fight of bowing 

at a bone white moon. 
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PAGES FROM THE JOURNAL OF A PRINCESS 


| opened my eyes long ago, 

but the prince believes | sleep 

while he stares into the night 

from our high window. 

There is enough moonlight upon me 
so | see my own reflection 

in his brass belt buckle 

hung behind the chair where he sits. 


As though seeking a repeat miracle, 

| notice my reflection everywhere. 

| breathe ovals of fog onto glass 

hoping another passage for the frog prince. 
Above the pond | lean so close 

my pale hair dips where leaves float 
green-lipped with my reflection. 


This morning there was news of a young woman 
accidently struck and killed by a train 

moments after her fiance kissed her. 

Had my own fate been so dictated, 

perhaps now | would not ache to repeat the passion 
of the kiss. 


| have grown to despise colors of green, 
though we were lovely once stained and 
drenched by damp grass. 

Each morning | have taken to gathering 
several frogs in a covered basket. 

They remain disgustingly froggy, 

so | spill them deep into pines 

away from the pond. 

They return each night in large numbers 
chuckling like gemstone bands 
insinuating and shining for the prince. 
When the prince first emerged, | asked, 
How is this possible? 


He charmingly replied, Whose heart 
would not leap at the sight of your face? 
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And we believed the miracle 

as gulps of honeysuckle air 

urged warm sounds in our throats, 
grateful tears in our green eyes. 


Recalling the certain ceremony, 

| turn my questions like fruit 

pits upon my tongue. 

lf | release these held syllables, 

might they take the shape of a green magic bauble 
from which the prince will open again and rise? 
Could | Know again the naked message 

of transformation as before a baptismal font? 
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Like sediment, the prince shrinks more and more 
from my embrace into the cool clay caress of mud. 
Frequently, | visit the garden 

where moss and green lichen grow 

beneath the male statue's groin. 

Perhaps we might have endured if cast in bronze. 
Instead, | am given to a porous sleep, 

dreaming myself on pond algae 

slipping beneath a celibate moon. 

| imagine the prince lounging 

in leek-green 

just beneath the water's surface. 


kik 


We have both mentioned the moonlight 
once seemed glued to the pond, 

but now the reflection 

sinks into the water 

and leaves. 


Did we share blessing or curse? 
Whatever, 

our charms all continue 
dissolving 

like wafers of light 

upon the blackgreen water. 


Soon now, the prince will leap 
to our deaths. 
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PAGES FROM THE JOURNAL OF THE 
FROG PRINCE 


| cannot sleep while chuckling pond frogs call 
me back to petaled green surfaces. 

Their chorus does not tempt the princess 

to look or even to turn 

her sleeping moonwhite backside over. 

Yet stirred by late May, | cannot keep 

from this open tower window. 


Above the crutch of the wind, 

a midnight moon nuzzles black clouds. 

| learn to twist excuses so | can linger 
listening aS my own stomach turns 
inventing familiar deep hollow sounds. 

| do not Know why | disappoint her like this. 


kik 


lf ever | do sleep, | dream of mud. 

| trace wet brown dribbles to the grey basin stone. 

| dream again the wavering pale-faced princess 
floating where she leans over 

a sour well of reflection. 

| bloom again, a dark green bauble rising 

easily as a tongue springing into her raspberry mouth 
before she spews my transformation into prince. 


My skin fits stiff and dry, 

though | appear clear for the first time, 
having split the pod-green costume. 

And the princess certainly grew easier 
upon witnessing that moment of change, 
the power we had together. 


ake 


There are nights | am as clear as 

the chirp of a cricket. 

The chortle of water tempts me 

so that pond silt skims 

through me, and | worry 

| will not be able to continue 

to hide the mud oozing along my bones. 
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Suppose she should refuse me? 
Suppose the princess never again leans 
over my firmness with her 

usual approval: Just look at you! 

Yet how can | not reveal where 

the gold in her kiss rusts 

while my soul discolors? 


| fear my conversion did not take 

the same way some baptisms fail. 

| slacken, turn and shrivel: 

a fallen tower crumpling into dank weeds. 

| fear that | may finally turn on an inward leap 
from lotus pod, husked seed sinking 

into the rawest stagnant waters. 


kak 


some cold mornings | awaken grown too numb 
to easily write these words. 


| remember green-lipped leaves floating, 
yet cannot recall the taste on her tongue. 


The slightest effort seems more 
than | was ever prepared to perform. 


The spell has broken... 
our hearts. 
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VIEWS AFTER THE ART OF LOVE 


She signaled he should come again, 

although discouraged by long absence. 
| am amazed watching her now 
without childish angle, what once had seemed 
all feet, skirt and hands, has gathered 
into a permanent pause, a curled wave 
forever falling. 

After all, she had wheeled herself around before. 


So he came and they were together, 

but not like before. 

She wonders why he did not 

enjoy her breasts, her feet 

tied to the legs of the bed, 

or why in struggle to lift herself, 

tense muscles no longer enticed 

his fingers lightly along her abdomen, 
approaching as before, the weekend flea market 
shopper finding nothing but hope. 


She speaks of despising 

subtle changes, the slippings 

of pressed flowers, the shiftings 

of light across a room. 

| am amazed always by watching her 
counterfeit reflections. 
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SELF-PRESERVATION 


Very often | remember a warm night 

at the end of winter stretching out 

on an embankment 

backing up the slant of hill, 

my neck and head arched. 

| heard birds sing in my throat 

and felt the pull of thoughts flow toward myself 
sapped from the pines’ shadowed crowns, 
roots of cones and needles turned upside down 
like rabbit burrows dug in silver sky 

networks of many straight runs to the ceiling 
that was the ground that was the embankment 
that was the slant that poured the world back 
through my eyes down through the singing 
into myself inside myself down through the 
coming into the movement of 

hand and perfect fingers. 
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FOR PEOPLE WHO TAKE UP SERPENTS 


There were these words like petals 
slipping through beating rains. 
His ideas loomed like clouds 
shading crevices where birds 
puffed and stood ground 
fastened in fear 
near his outstretched hands: 
Reach some delicate turning 
want. 
Reach some delicate cult 
power. 
Shake us burning louder than tongues. 


Breaking ice, he dove hands first 
seal-strength against clear inner lakes, 
depths never thawing in any of us, 
and chipped free fossils. 


He brought us proof primitive 

scattered among these words like petals. 
We are all collectors 

gathering geodes to scratch 

epistles 

inside abstract stones. 
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THERE IS DIFFICULTY LEAVING 


a new poem. 
Tough fibers do not break apart easily. 

And then there is the remnant bruise: 
Purple reminder above the jugular, 

tender tattoo, 

perhaps Mother 

felt and worried 

with every word choice, change, 

purge. 

Finally the tightened clot is rubbed 

like a lover 

into a fall-leaf color 

that lets loose in one measured pulse stroke 
to fade 

into the flesh of poet 

and poem. 
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LEARNING TO WIPE MY HANDS 


The gaudy fever of guilt rattles like old piano keys 
a boartusk necklace against my chest 


menthol blue vapors stain my sickroom 
like cloying orchids this illness blooms and ripens 


and | again become the child with eczema 
sores unwiped 
my hands tied to crib slats can only clench fists 


while the dream-chief skewers my scratched 
itching skin until the dream and | 


whip and whirl like dust near a gunshot blast 
exposed and glinting in this dark midnight rue 


Once more the fever breaks and | am unbound 
with my hands turning forty years old 

turning metal green in dawn's light 

as if tarnished by a lifetime of holding 

a sweaty barrel shotgun 

| am finally learning to lay down 


At 


READING SIGNS 


Like an unstirred curl of smoke, 
the Great Heron catches my breath. 
We are poised on opposite sides 
of this November morning’s quiet water. 
Almost stiffly, you lift one long leg 
then another, to climb your riverbank 
to where angles slide into slow flight, 
the long neck, the long beak 
pulling steel blue wingbeats 
like a resounding hymn 
you rise 
then turn away, trailing from my sight 
lost behind branches, 
a lingering chord 
repeating yourself 
in a smudged-yellow afterimage 
like edges on well-turned pages. 
And as | turn into the halo of my breath, 
| Know poetry 
has always been 
an illusion memorizing itself 
or becoming another. 
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LIFE AFTER LIFE: AN EXPLANATION 


Imagine you are grazing 
through tall grass 

in a high clearing 

that measures large as shade 
from a full-grown oak. 
Moving slowly and chewing 
your head lifts for scent 

but being upwind 

the antler tree 

rooted in your crown 

keeps rolling in time 

with your working jaws. 

Dew lines form dark and wet 
on your legs. 

Your winter coat matted, 

not quite shed. 


Imagine suddenly downwind 
an arrow wings and strikes 
off target 

yet close enough 

to slice your neck vitals. 
Your muscles gather 

gain speed 

crumple deep 

paces away in clover. 
Tremors stiffen your legs 
in awkward jerks. 

Your large buck eyes 
glaze. 

The fine hooves, so sharp, 
go clumsy. 

The long grinding 

finally stops. 

You lose grace. 

Your teeth glint 

with the still green chew. 
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Imagine that what the hunter leaves 
of your carcass 

invites a wreath of flies 

and birds picking you clean. 


And then someone comes 
to break off just enough 
bone to carve into a flute. 


Now imagine 

enchanted 

thin marrow music 
releasing 

throughout the meadow. 
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CONVERGENCE TO A LIMIT 


| read today that the beaver keeps growing 
right up to the time of death. 

The article said that this accounts 

for the wide variations in adult beavers. 


All that clear jelly in the profile of 
an animal's eye reflects 

those early moments in rain 
where a closer look 

reveals creeks turning into seas. 


Without that cooling spray, nothing 
important could happen. 

There is so much that is needed 
to anchor us. 
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THOUGHTS WHILE STARING AT A 
RATTLESNAKE SKIN 


My eyes travel across a long knifed rattlesnake skin 
designed like treadmarks or crisscrossed deer tracks 
along a wilderness road. 


Silence is this winding dirt path 
leading my thoughts to a place familiar 
yet far off. 


| follow an autumn sky with snowgeese, 
perhaps seagulls swooping a winter shoreline 
one after another. 


Like salt on my tongue, dry barklike skin, 
you lead me full length to sandstirred waters. 
A long wake echoes behind this slow canoe. 


Twisted, low-lying limbs hide water 
falling ahead, falling against rocks. 


Rattling ghords, Indian prints on your skin become 
distant views of mountains, jagged landscapes. 


| have been here before in daydreams. 

| Know that when | rise, you will be hiding 
near a southern grove, sunning yourself, 
a waiting shape of fear, 

clear as the shapes of swallowed life 
passing inside you, 

inside me. 


Road, flight, wake, 


fall, range, fear: Always 
Always wilderness. 
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ALPHA WOLF 


Roaming from helicopters which torture you 

howling in your haunting song that scares man 

with your invisibility and all your scented wagging 

a weeding system for the caribou you strike 

the infirm the old the weakened 

weeding helps butwetake sometimes eat 

mostly destroy forgame for game 

and we are the same _ like you. werush and love 

your friends our dogs 

but we do not understand territory of sun and shadow 

and we wish more 

and hear your sadness in your nightsong and we know you 
are lonely and leaving us soon and we will become hunted 
yes yes we will lose we will envy your bones that have 
rotted because we will suffer more and we will lose and 
lose and lose as the sun blazes down on us daily daily 

and we will lose our milk and our tempers and our books 
and our speeches and there will be no soft furryness 

there will be hardness and we will suffer and you will 

leave us and that is where | willend strange strange 

you are like our ticking bomb and you will expose and expand 
us and we will die because we did not understand 

with ears that were cut off the world is strange 

and we do not understand all this music and art 

we are really like dull boys playing playing playing 

over and over we go again and again and when 

you came for milk we lapped you up like crumbs and threw 
you on trails back down the mountains from Canada 
driving you with our flying machines back into the shadows 
we never understood anyhow and we will only question 
and come to the witch the wiseman of our fantasies our guru 
and we will function againas cave cave cave 


mF 


PRIVATE CREATURES 


A thinking woman sleeps with monsters. 
The beak that grips her, she becomes. 


~ Adrienne Rich 
iP 


My eyes blink awake 
to your red stretch 
across the windowsill -- 
your long vigil. 


Hunters’ stench is strong 
in the wind -- the drums 
prey on nervous rabbits 
beneath my covers. 


Pacing eyes on my eyes 

rising catlike -- your fine-drawn 
fangs and claws 

clip closer each morning. 


Later spilling from the shower 
you leap and mount my back -- 
another towel 

to wipe you off the mirror. 


Across the stall 

hanging limp and heavy 

you drip onto the tile floor -- 
pooling yourself for the night. 
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5. 


| made the mistake 
of calling. 


You came leaping across the room 
knocking me down 
forking tunes 
in my head. 


Waking to the throb of 
the opened jugular 

like hydrants, 
| watched you leave 
red tracks. 


6. 


You appear different. 
Your coat thickens, 

your stomach swells. 

A glimpse at the window 
reflects a stir of babies 
beneath your sides 
already threats. 

Even your face is larger 
giving yourself over twice. 


Suddenly become too big 
too many of you circle 
rotating me to the floor, 
your babies lick me 

while | suck your milk. 
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7. 


Finally outside 
you led me to a stream 
where for the first time | drank. 


A new language flew in 

and out of me, finding the wilderness. 
Addiction held me fast 

while you prepared to run. 


You became a light disappearing 
behind a shadow 

someone or something 

| could not make out. 


Was the view toward which we edged 
too high? Around some peaks 
there are always storms. 


You are distant now. 

My room is close and empty. 
| pace the worn path 

in violent idleness. 


8. 


Was | your Leda? 
Even while you run 
tiny chimeras grow underfoot. 


Loneliness comforts me now. 

| am the wild and holy sister 
putting away rusted traps 

with a knowledge and a power 

| am free to sing 

through the window you left open 
whenever and however 

| choose. 


57 


| smile and | am haunted. 
| cry and | am still haunted. 


9. 


After retreating into yourself 
| carefully collected 
scattered bits of fur left behind. 


Taking up a craft, my steadfast hands 
fashioned all that was shed 
into splendid finespun yarn. 


Each night the knitting 

of chrysalis shawls 

wraps round me -- 

the golden fleece well hidden 
but shining 

behind these eyes. 
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LET ME BEGIN AGAIN 


After all these stumbles, 

let me begin again 

as a poem beyond words 

from another reading. 

Let me take starlight 

on night's salt water and love 

not found in childhood 

that waits on some deeper ocean floor 
to wash me this time clear skinned 
with a wisdom iridescent 

like the glow colors leak inside stones. 
Let me begin again as a child 

| Know to love enough that when 

| grow this time 

| really do. 
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